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Among several "diplomatic bombshells" delivered by Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev on Dec.
7 during a speech before the United Nations General Assembly, was a recommendation for a
debt moratorium of up to 100 years for poor nations. In the cases of some developing nations,
he said, the foreign debt should simply be written off. The Soviet Union, said Gorbachev, was
prepared to "institute" such lengthy moratoriums, as well as write-offs for the most destitute
nations. Gorbachev said, "External debt is one of the gravest problems. Let us not forget that in the
age of colonialism the developing world, at the cost of countless losses and sacrifices, financed the
prosperity of a large portion of the world community. The time has come to make up for the losses
that accompanied its historic and tragic contribution to global material progress. "We are convinced
that here, too, internationalizing our approach shows a way out. "Looking at things realistically,
one has to admit that the accumulated debt cannot be repaid or recovered on the original terms.
"The Soviet Union is prepared to institute a lengthy moratorium of up to 100 years on debt servicing
by the least developed countries, and in quite a few cases to write off the debt altogether. "As
regards other developing countries, we invite you to consider the following: Limiting their official
debt servicing payments depending on the economic performance of each of them or granting
them a long period of deferral in the repayment of a major portion of their debt; Supporting the
appeal of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development for reducing debts owed to
commercial banks; Guaranteeing government support for market arrangements to assist in Third
World debt settlement, including the formation of a specialized international agency that would
repurchase debts at a discount. "The Soviet Union favors a substantive discussion of ways to settle
the debt crisis at multilateral forums, including consultations under the auspices of the United
Nations among heads of government of debtor and creditor countries." Gorbachev's suggestions
are not new: in the past several years Latin American and other Third World debtor nations have
made the same or substantively similar recommendations on numerous occasions. Statements
by a superpower leader on eliminating or reducing the economic devastation caused by nearly
futile attempts to shoulder the debt burden will undoubtedly be enthusiastically welcomed by
governments throughout Latin America. Presidents of seven Latin American nations who met
in Punta del Este, Uruguay, in October said in a joint communique that their governments have
undertaken massive reform programs which have caused substantial reductions in living standards
and domestic economic development, while also promoting stronger economic linkages with the
world economy. Meanwhile, said the presidents, "we do not see a corresponding effort on the
part of developed nations." The presidents of Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Peru, Uruguay
and Venezuela asserted the necessity of a simultaneous treatment of the debt problem, trade and
protectionism by creditor and debtor nations. Ministers of the seven nations are scheduled to meet
in early 1989 in Brazil to discuss mechanisms for launching a coordinated effort to reduce respective
debt service burdens. On Dec. 8, Japanese Finance Ministry officials Gorbachev's plan, described as
"unrealistic" and "one of the tactics" against western economic powers, including the United States
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and Japan. The unidentified officials cited by the Agence France Presse did not elaborate. (Basic data
from several sources including AP, 12/07/88; AFP, 12/08/88; New York Times, 12/08/88)
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